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BAREFOOT BEACH PRESERVE – NATURALIST NOTES 

 

Established in 1990, Barefoot Beach Preserve is one of the few remaining stretches of an undeveloped portion 

of a barrier island on the southwest coast of Florida. BBP has 186 acres owned by Collier County and 156 acres 

owned by the state of Florida. The total of 342 acres is managed by the department of Collier County Parks and 

Recreation. 

BBP is on Little Hickory Island, a barrier island, an island in motion, made of sand and shaped by the wind, 

tides, waves, and currents. This narrow strip of land acts as a barrier, protecting the mainland from coastal storm 

wind and water. There are five distinct habitats within the preserve: 1) pioneer zone, 2) foredune zone, 3) 

coastal strand, 4) maritime hammock, and 5) estuarine mangrove forest aka tidal swamp. 

 Separating this barrier island from the mainland is the estuarine mangrove forest. Estuaries, where fresh and 

salt water meet and mix, are some of the most productive communities on earth. Many times, it is referred to 

as the cradle of the sea. 

 Protected from salt spray by the coastal strand is the maritime hammock. Here you will find a cabbage palm 

hammock, the most diverse plant community in the Barefoot Beach Preserve. 

 Behind the foredune lies the coastal strand, a shrub community dominated by sea grape trees. The sandy, 

well-drained soils provide an ideal habitat for the protected Gopher tortoise. 

 From the pioneer zone rise the foredunes, ridges of sand piled up by the winds and waves. Dunes help 

protect this fragile island while providing important habitat for many shore birds. 

  

ESTUARIES:  Estuaries are semi-enclosed areas where freshwater from the land mixes with saltwater from 

ocean, creating brackish water.  There are many types of 

estuaries:  bays, sounds, inlets, harbors, lagoons -- what’s 

important to remember is the mixing of fresh and saltwater.  Our 

estuary, or tidal swamp, here at Barefoot receives freshwater 

primarily from the Cocohatchee River and saltwater from the 

Gulf of Mexico. “The cradle of the ocean” is a most appropriate 

title for estuaries.  According to the Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission (FWC), more than 90% of Florida’s 

recreationally and commercially important fishes, crustaceans, 

and shellfish spend periods of their lives in estuaries. Estuaries 

are among the most productive ecosystems in nature. 
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SABAL PALM (Sabal Palmetto) is the Florida State Tree and was often referred to as the “tree of life” by 

Native Americans, because it provided, food, shelter clothing, tools, utensils, and fiber for making baskets and 

fish nets. You may have also heard it referred to as a Cabbage Palm. That is because 

the growth bud (heart of palm) in the top of the tree looks similar to a cabbage and is 

edible—tastes similar to artichoke.  The trunks were used as posts and the fronds 

were used in thatching roofs—such as that you see on the learning center. In more 

natural areas, you will often see boots on the trunk of the sabal palm. Palm “boots” 

(the leaf bases) are important habitat for other plants, including many beautiful rare 

and endangered ferns, such as the golden polypody. These boots help protect the tree 

during fires, as well as serves as home to a number of critters. For this reason, 

landscapers will often strip the boots from the trees in residential areas to help prevent 

the trees from harboring critters near homes.  

 

Green fronds are the palm’s source of nutrients! Cutting green fronds stunts 

growth, invites disease, and reduces the palm’s natural resilience to high winds.  Harsh pruning takes away 

food and shelter from native and migratory songbirds, woodpeckers, butterflies, honey bees, treefrogs, bats, 

anoles, squirrels, and other wildlife.  

 

Trivia Note: Florida was and is still known for being a large cattle producing state. Back in the early 

ranching days, cowboys would use an old frond to help pull their boots off. Could this be why it is called 

a “boot”?  Did you know these cowboys were often referred to as “crackers?  This is because of how 

they cracked their whips when rounding up or tending cattle.   

 

Sabal palms produce small white fragrant flowers in large clusters that are a good nectar source for bees and 

butterflies. The black berries which follow are a critical food source for a variety of birds and small mammals.  

The berries are edible with a sweet taste like prunes—with similar effects. Native Americans also used the 

berries to make syrup.  Berries have a single seed. Dried seeds were easily transported and had a long shelf life. 

The seeds were ground into meal and used to make bread—sometimes referred to as famine food and usually 

eaten when other foods were not available. 

 

Age and growth rates of sabal palm have been studied by the University of Florida, and preliminary results 

indicate some startling news: under average conditions in the wild, plants require ten to fifteen years or more 

from seed to the first sign of a trunk at ground level; thereafter, trunks will grow about six inches per year. This 

means that a sabal palm with 20 feet of trunk is at least 50 years old! These trees may get up to 90 feet tall. 

 

Traditional Remedy or Use: Seminole Indians used the berries and seeds to treat fever and headache. S. 

palmetto was also used as food, twine from fibers, eating utensils, arrows, fish drags from wood, leaves were 

used as mats to dry food. 

 

STRANGLER FIG (Ficus aurea) Seed germination usually takes place in the canopy of a host tree such as the 

sabal palm and the seedling lives as an epiphyte until its roots establish contact with the 

ground. In the tropics, it then enlarges and may strangle its host and its canopy overtake 

the host, eventually becoming a freestanding tree in its own right, reaching 100 feet in 

height. However, we are in a semi-tropical area where we have occasional freezes that 

kill back the strangler fig and they usually do not strangle or overtake trees in the semi-

tropics. Occasionally, seeds are dropped directly on the ground and grow as an individual 

tree.  The tree provides habitat, food and shelter for a host of wildlife. The native peoples 

used the milky sap (latex) as a chewing gum known as chicle (Chiclets) and also used as 

paint.  (Located in Sabal Palm at beginning of walk.) 
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GUMBO LIMBO (Bursera simaruba), sometimes called the tourist tree because of its red peeling bark 

resembled a sunburned tourist, can grow up to 30 feet. It has tiny green flowers 

followed by a deep red fruit loved by many birds and other wildlife.  They are 

easily propagated by cuttings and pioneers created living fences by closely 

planting branches. The gummy, turpentine-scented resin has been used in the West 

Indies for making glue, varnish, liniments, and as a coating for canoes. The tree is 

a member of the same botanical species as frankincense and myrrh, both 

representatives of the world’s oldest medicines. The aromatic sap is also used as a 

treatment for gout, while the leaves are brewed into a medicinal tea. The wood 

carves well and was preferred in carving carousel horses. It is also the source of 

that very, very soft and light wood used for making toy airplanes and boats. In 

that form it is called balsa wood. It is also used to make other small wood 

products such as matchsticks, toothpicks, and crates. The Carib Indians used the 

gummy sap to spread on tree limbs to trap birds who landed and could not fly off 

because they were stuck in the gummy sap. The birds were used as food or barter. 

This is still done in some countries in Central and South America today. 
Interesting Note:  Before modern medicine developed laboratory drugs, our ancestors all over the world used herbs and 

weeds for health. In many parts of the world today, they are the only treatment available and sometimes work better than 

manufactured drugs. Many plants exhibit the "Doctrine of Signatures" which is a concept that there is some physical 

characteristic about a plant that signals what it could be used for on the physical body. One great example of this concept 

is the red peeling bark of the Gumbo-Limbo tree. Also called the "Sunburned Tourist Tree" parts of this tree are used to 

effectively treat poison wood exposure, sunburn, insect bites and most any other skin related problem. Strips of bark are 

boiled in water and then used topically for skin sores, measles, sunburn, insect bites, and rashes or drunk as tea to treat 

backaches, urinary tract infections, colds, flu, and fevers. 

 

WHITE STOPPER (Eugenia axillaris) can grow up to 25 feet tall and has a small pleasantly aromatic white 

flower that produces small edible berries that ripen from white to red to black. 

It got its name from the bark and berries being whitish and the ripe berry that 

stops diarrhea. Its fragrance, coming from the evaporation of volatile oils from 

the leaves, tends toward musky, not sweet.  In warmer weather, it has an 

organic, earthy, skunk-like smell. Sometimes referred to as the skunk tree, 

because of this odor. The strong straight limbs were used for bows and various 

items.  

The small, opposite leaves emerge bright red turning a medium green several 

weeks later. White or cream-yellow flowers have numerous, showy stamens 

that are yellow in color. These flowers occur in axillary clusters during the warm months, but they abscise 

quickly. The edible fruits are drupe-like, juicy berries that are globose or pear-shaped and very showy. 

  

 GOLDEN POLYPODY (Phlebodium aureum) is an epiphytic fern native to tropical and subtropical regions 

of the Americas. It is the only species of Phlebodium found in North America, 

the other ten or so species all confined to South America. It is sometimes 

referred to as cabbage palm fern, because it is often found growing in the boots 

of cabbage palms. It is a rhizomatous fern, with the creeping rhizome densely 

covered in golden-brown scales which look hairy—and looks like a rabbit’s 

foot—aka rabbit’s foot fern. The fronds are large and deeply lobed. The minute 

golden colored spores on the back of the leaves are wind-dispersed. The fronds 

are evergreen in areas with year-round rainfall, semi-evergreen or briefly 

deciduous in areas with a marked dry season. Decoctions have been used as a 

panacea in Central American folk medicine. These tonics were prescribed for a multitude of ailments, ranging 

from asthma to heart disease. It has been shown to be effective when administered orally psoriasis and other 

skin conditions, memory problems, upper respiratory problems, anti-inflammatory, and ultraviolet light 

protectant. Extracts have been commercially available since 1982 in Europe for medicinal purposes. 
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SNOWBERRY OR WAXBERRY (Chiococco alba) Highly variable in form and may be low and sprawling. 

If offered a little support may climb to 10 feet. Leaves are opposite, bright green, 

leathery and glossy. Leaves begin rounded and age into three-lobed, almost maple like, 

leaves. Yellow bell-shaped flowers about ½ inch, fragrant and displayed in clusters. 

Snowy white berries about ¼ inch also in clusters. Flowers and fruit usually found year-

round. It is an important winter food for wild animals/birds. Native Americans called it 

corpse berry, and believed it to provide sustenance for the wandering dead. It could be 

considered poisonous for humans to eat and can cause diarrhea, vomiting, and worse. 

However, leaves and fruit mashed into a paste that was used to treat eye irritations and 

the bark was used for a medicinal tea for lung infections. The waxy white berries made a 

good shampoo.  

 

Traditional Remedy or Use: Numerous uses include tonic, astringent, febrifuge, pectoral, anti-asthmatic, 

antihydropic, diuretic, emmenagogue, emollient, emetic. Used as a remedy for alcoholism, colitis, constipation, 

delayed menstruation, dementia, depression, dropsy, dysentery, edema, endometriosis, nervousness and pain.  

Modern Remedy or Use: Purgative. Comments: Used to relive gas, ease menstrual cramps, used to treat sores, 

snake bites, venereal diseases. Remedy is potent and caution is advised. 

 

SPANISH STOPPER (Eugenia foetida) Can grow up to 20 feet.  Branches become positively wooly with very 

fragrant flowers. Fruits ripen from red to black toward the end of the rainy 

season. Wood of this genus was used for bows and various items. Tea was used 

to treat colds and diarrhea. Commonly used as an aphrodisiac to enhance virility 

and as a tonic for bathing.  

Being studied for its antioxidant properties. 

 

 

 

 

BALL MOSS (Talansia recurvata) Ball moss is a flowering plant (not a true moss) in the family Bromeliaceae 

that grows upon larger host plants. It grows well in areas with low light, little airflow, 

and high humidity, which is commonly provided by southern shade trees, often the 

southern live oak (Quercus virginiana). It is not a parasite like mistletoe, but an 

epiphyte like its relative Spanish moss.                                           

 

(Located in Spanish stopper tree on right.) 

 

 

 

 

WILD COFFEE (psychotria nervosa) Reaches heights of 10-15 feet, with shiny evergreen leaves that are 

lanceolate with sharp tips and conspicuous veins that give an overall wrinkled 

appearance. Tiny tubular flowers bloom in the spring, followed by small red 

berries which attract wildlife. The fruit contains seeds resembling coffee beans. 

They are not recommended for human consumption, as its Latin name suggests—

psychotria nervosa--it can cause adverse psychotic reactions. It does not affect 

birds that eat them, because the fruit digests and the seeds pass through to be 

deposited to grow more plants. 
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GREENBRIER (smilax)  Is a climbing vine, semi-evergreen, with alternate leaves up to 5-inches. The stem is 

very prickly. Flowers in May and June and rubbery in texture, with a large spherical seed 

in the center. The fruit stays in tact through the winter, providing food for birds and other 

animals.  An extract from the roots is used to make sarsaparilla. Roots may be used in 

soups/stews, young shoots can be eaten raw or cooked and are said to taste like asparagus, 

and berries can be eaten both raw and cooked. In Central America bush medicine, it has 

been proven to have anti-tumor, anti-inflammatory, and anti-oxidant properties. It has 

proven useful in treating arthritis, bursitis, allergies and numerous bowel and intestinal 

disorders. There is some evidence that indicates effectiveness in relieving side effects of 

chemotherapy. Trivia:  The leaves and berries are favorite food of the Smurfs (TV cartoon 

characters, who called the berries “Smurfberries”.   

Note: There are several varieties of Greenbrier/smilax with different shaped leaves. 

 

POISON IVY (Toxicodendron radicans) Remember: Leaves of three quickly flee. This is a poisonous plant 

that many people have allergies by coming into contact. People with severe allergies 

may only have to be in the general area to become affected. Although humans have a 

problem with it, this serves as a food source for much wildlife. Berries are eaten by 

many birds and gopher tortoise enjoys the leaves. 

 

 

 

 

SPANISH BAYONET (Yucca aloifolia) The dangerous dagger-like leaves have saw-toothed edges and needle-

sharp tips. Native Americans were so skilled at utilizing these fibrous plants that they could 

peel back the fibers with the point to use as a needle and thread. It sends up a spike with 

flowers in spring/summer. These are edible and you may find these served in salads at many 

of the fine restaurants. 

 

 The fibrous leaves have been used in brooms, baskets, cordage, and weaving. During WWI, 

these were used to make burlap sacks. It is a source of a steroid used as an anti-inflammatory 

drug. An extract from the yucca stem is used as the foaming agent in root beer. 

 

 

 

SEA GRAPE (Coccoloba uvifera) is a sprawling bush or tree found near beaches. Away from the dune area, it 

can get up to 30 feet tall. It has large leathery leaves with a primary vein that 

has a red color extending from the base and the entire leave turns red as it 

ages. In late summer it bears purplish fruit in large grape-like clusters, that 

ripen individually and not as a cluster. They are attractive to raccoons, birds, 

and tortoises. They are a sweet grape and make good jelly. Leaves, roots, and 

bark were each used to make a tea to treat asthma and hoarseness. Sea 

Grapes are said to be especially good if you have an upset stomach. The 

leaves were also used by Native Americans and early settlers as a “message” 

board leaving messages on them for others that come along the trail. 

 

Traditional Remedy or Use: Used to treat dysentery, as a febrifuge and as 

an astringent. Made into beverages, used for leather tanning, and to dye cotton. Wood has been used to make 

cabinets and as fuel. Leaves were once used as paper and plates.  

Modern Remedy or Use: Being studied as a treatment for diabetes and cancer.  

Comments: Fruit has a taste similar to apple. 
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MYRSINE (Rapanea guinensis) also known as Guiana and rapanea found in coastal areas of Florida and can 

grow up to 25 feet. Its narrow leaves are alternately arranged and occur near 

the end of branches. Both leaf surfaces are covered with tiny dots. The leaf 

margin is smooth, thick and often curled under. It is in the same family as the 

marlberry. Native Americans in Florida called this tree the white tobacco-

seasoning tree, because they mixed its leaves with their tobacco to make it go 

further. The small greenish-white flowers occur singly on the twig below the 

leaves. The fruit is edible but unappealing to people. The berries are clustered 

below the leaves for several inches along the stems. Seeds are useful to birds 

as a food source. The bark has been used in leather tanning. University of 

Columbia in the country of Columbia had been researching an extract from the bark for use as an anti-

inflammatory. Researchers discovered that the lab rats became sterol. They have now expanded their research to 

include possible use as a birth control. The strong hard wood is used in general construction for carpentry, 

cabinets, crates, fuel, and posts. The word myrsine is derived from the Greek word for myrrh. 

 

PERIWINKLE OR SAILOR’S BUTTON (catharanthus roseus ) Thought to originate in Madagascar, it was 

widely introduced into warm parts of the world by the end of 18
th

 century. It grows 

up to two feet, with shiny green opposite leaves. The Periwinkle plant has 

historically been used throughout the Caribbean to treat a wide assortment of 

diseases. It was used as a folk remedy for diabetes in that area for centuries. Juice 

from the leaves is used to treat wasp stings and other insect bites. The plant can be 

boiled to make a poultice to stop bleeding. It has been used as an astringent, 

diuretic and cough remedy. In Central and South America, it is used as a 

homemade cold remedy to ease lung congestion and inflammation and sore 

throats, and an extract from the flowers is used to make a solution to treat eye 

irritation and infections. If you've had a hard day at work and have aching limbs, the bruised, boiled leaves of 

the Periwinkle can be applied, giving much sought-after relief.  

Traditional Remedy or Use: Used to treat diabetes and high blood pressure and as a diuretic.  

Modern Remedy or Use: Decoction of all parts is used in the treatment of malaria, skin diseases, Hodgkin's 

disease, diarrhea, hyper-tension, and diabetes.  

Comments: May cause serious side effects, poisoning, and possibly death. 

PRICKLY PEAR CACTUS (Oppuntia stricta) Prickly pear cacti typically grow with flat, rounded pads that 

are armed with two kinds of spines; large, smooth, fixed spines and small, hair-

like spines that easily penetrate skin and detach from the plant. Prickly pears are 

found in abundance in the West and Southwest of the United States and 

throughout much of Mexico. Prickly pears are also the only types of cactus 

natively found to grow far east of the Great Plains states—including Florida. The 

showy yellow flower in late spring produce pear shaped, reddish fruit. The fruit is 

sometimes referred to as Indian Fig and is very sweet to eat. Be sure to peel the 

outside skin off before you eat it, because it has those very small hair-like spines 

that could do a number on your lips and mouth. Native Americans used the pads 

to poultice bruises and dress wounds. The fruit is said to have a reducing effect on hangovers and the gel-like 

sap of the pads can be used as hair conditioner. Early ranchers would burn the spines off the pads and feed it to 

their cattle. You can find these pads in some local stores. As a vegetable, the pads can be used in salads, 

casseroles, soups, grilled and prepared in a variety of other ways. They are somewhat tart and have a green 

bean- or asparagus -like flavor. Said to be good grilled or diced up and scramble with eggs. Again, be sure to 

remove all spines before preparing for food. The pads, flowers, and fruit are all eaten by the gopher tortoise and 

the plant is frequently found near their burrows. 
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BEACH AMBROSIA OR COASTAL RAGWEED (Ambrosia hispida). When you hear “ragweed” you 

immediately think of hayfever. This species (hispida) does not cause the distress 

that its cousin does. In the West Indies it is made into soap and used to relieve 

itching skin; has been recommended for indigestion and cleaning of the lungs and 

used to cure the common cold in the form of a strong tea with lime and salt. It is 

also used to control intestinal parasites. In coastal dunes, this plant is a good sand 

binder and highly beneficial to stabilizing the dune. 

 

 

 

CENTURY PLANT (Agave americana) originated in Mexico, but cultivated worldwide. It loves the sandy soil 

found in coastal dunes. Unblooming, it looks like an ordinary ground-palm: a rosette 

of long, pointed leaves spreading out from a central core. When its time comes time 

to bloom, it hastily pokes up a huge flowering stalk, thick as a tree trunk, from 15 to 

40 ft. high, tops it with a huge cauliflower sprig with hundreds of little white or 

yellow tubular flowers. After holding this climax for a month, the tall stalk withers, 

and the whole plant dies, but not before it sends out sucker plants for the next 

generation. In Mexico, they commonly intercept the climax by cutting out the stalk 

bud as soon as it shows, hollowing out a basin in the central core. The plant pours its 

banked energy into the place where the flower-stalk ought to be, produces a basin of 

sweet sap from which they make their national drink, syrupy pulque. By distilling 

fermented pulque they make mescal, a potent liquor. By letting the flower stalk grow, 

drying and slicing the firm pith, they get natural razor strops, insulating material. The 

fibers of the leaves have been used to make rope, matting, and coarse cloth. Agave 

syrup has recently been marketed as a healthful natural sugar substitute. 

Traditional Remedy or Use: Leaves used to make paper, fiber for clothing, sisal for rope, soap. Poultice to 

remedy itching, bruises and wounds. A. lechuguilla used to make poison arrows. Beverages tequila, pulque, and 

mescal made from Agave.  

Modern Remedy or Use: Used in steroids and birth control pills and to treat digestive problems and ulcers.  

Comments: Skin irritant 

 

GOPHER TORTOISE – A tortoise lives only on land and a turtle needs to live in or around water. The gopher 

tortoise is a threatened and protected species in Florida. Burrows are 30-60 

feet in length, with a slight slope of approximately 30 degrees—digging 

down until they come to the water table and make their living cavity just 

above that…which helps regulate temperature in burrow 

A tortoise will build from one to 10 burrows in a lifetime. There have been 

over 300 species of animals recorded using burrows for refuge: frogs, 

snakes, birds, mice, spiders, lizards, etc. 

Tortoise locates food by smell and sight and feeds on herbaceous plants 

such as cactus,  flowers, grasses, and even poison ivy. They have no teeth, 

but powerful jaws. They can live for 80-100 years. Reach sexual maturity 

in 18-20 years. Being reptiles, they need sunlight to help regulate body temperatures. They need water every 7-8 

days and if there is no water available through rain or other sources, then they get it through their food. From 

May-August, they lay 4-10 eggs on the apron of their burrow (the sandy area surrounding the opening), which 

hatch after approximately 60 days. Young may linger around the burrow for a time, but are on their own for 

food—the mother does not take care of the young. 
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GOLDEN BEACH CREEPER (Ernodea littoralis) aka cough bush 

 

Its roots are a great soil stabilizer and in small areas it serves as a windbreak and 

reduces wind movement of sand. Birds and small mammals eat the fruit—as well 

as the gopher tortoise.  

 

A tea made from the leafy branch tips are used as home remedy for coughs. 

 

 

LANTANA OR WILD SAGE (Lantana involucrate) Herbaceous shrub that can get up to 10 feet tall with 

slender twigs and toothed rough-textured aromatic leaves. Folk medicine has 

used tea prepared from the flowers to treat high blood pressure. The leaf tea has 

been used to treat fevers and as a bath to sooth itching. Flowers in flat-topped 

clusters about 1-inch across are produced year-round in response to rain. Fruit is 

spherical dark-blue to purple, each with a single seed, are borne in dense 

clustered on branch tips. The green fruit is toxic to humans. Birds can eat small 

amounts of them with impunity. Perfume is made from the oil extracted from 

the leaves. The leaves have also been used as seasoning in cooking. 

 

BEACH BEAN OR BAY BEAN (Canavalia maritime) Trailing, twining vine.  Early morning leaves lie open 

and flat, but as sun rises the leaves fold along the mid-rib to reduce heat absorption. 

The vine may reach up to 50 feet from its origin. They are great dune stabilizers. 

 

It has a small pink-to-purple flower that looks much like a sweet pea. 

Produces brown marbled beans in pods up to 6 inches long. The mature, dried 

are edible…suggest cooking twice, pouring the first water off and adding fresh 

water for second cooking.  

 

 

 

NECKLACE POD (Sophora tomentosa) Beautiful, loose growing shrub with yellow flowers that attracts 

butterflies and hummingbirds. The Necklace Pod grows up to 10 feet 

tall. These drought tolerant plants are a member of Fabaceae 

(Leguminosae), the family of peas and beans. It loves to be in full sun 

and thrives in well-drained sandy soils. It will tolerate some salt spray 

and is at home on the inland side of the dunes along the beach.  

 

Although there is little to no fragrance, the blooms attract butterflies 

and hummingbirds for its sweet nectar. It is a host plant for caterpillars 

of sulphur butterflies. The flowers also attract warblers and bees. 

Depending on temperatures, you may see blooms on this plant 

throughout the year.  

 

After blooming, attractive fruit or pea pods (legumes) also start sprouting at the base of the spike and there may 

be blooms as well as pods on the spike at the same time. The photo on the right shows the new pods forming.  

The pods may be from 2 to 8 inches long and, as the peas mature, the pods are compressed between the peas to 

resemble a beaded necklace, hence the common name necklace pod. 

 

Caution: The seeds (peas) are dangerous to eat and contain an alkaloid, cytisine, which is emetic and purgative.  
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GROUNDSEL OR SALT BUSH (Baccharis halimifolia) In the Aster family. Salt-bush is native to coastal and 

interior wetlands and is most often seen invading this type of landscape. 

The whitish flowers and fruits bring this rarely-noticed plant into view in 

the fall landscape. Leaves measure approximately 3 inches in length and 

have a number of tiny, amber-colored, punctations (pinprick-like pores) 

in the leaf surface.  Flowers are small and fragrant, appearing on stalks 

in the early fall.  Flower color is greenish-white to yellowish.  The 

female flowers are like a fine paint brush and the seeds float on the 

wind. Fruit is small, but has numerous soft, hair-like bristles that become 

conspicuous as the fruit matures. Seeds are poisonous if they are eaten. 

Used as a diuretic and to induce sweating, taken as an infusion, but this 

should not be too strong, otherwise it becomes emetic and purgative. 

 

MORNING GLORY (Ipomea pes-caprae ) is a vine with bluish-purple flowers. It is in the sweet potato 

family. Trailing vine can grow up to 100 feet from origin and has a 

thick starchy root. The flower usually lasts for a single morning and 

dies in the afternoon. On a cloudy day, the flower may last until night. 

New flowers bloom each day. The flowers usually start to fade a 

couple of hours before the petals start showing visible curling. They 

prefer full sun throughout the day.  

 

The leathery leaves of this trailing vine are oblong or sometimes three-

lobed. The leaf or root tea has been used to treat gout and rheumatism. 

It has been used in a bath to treat sores, wounds and to reduce 

swelling. The leaves and roots are edible in moderation. Crushed 

leaves have been used in laundering. Thick mats of this vine are very 

effective in erosion control. The plant seems to sense the high-tide mark and changes direction of growth before 

reaching it. Note: There are several varieties of Morning Glories found at BBP, with different shaped leaves and 

flower colors. 

 

SEA OATS (Uniola paniculata) Traditional Remedy or Use: Seeds were cooked and eaten as cereal. 

Excellent beach stabilizer, as the roots grow down to ground water. Sea oats once 

blanketed the coastal landscape along the southeastern United States from North 

Carolina to south Florida. Now they are endangered. They were the primary dune 

stabilizer and will grow right up to the high tide mark along the beach. Plants 

spread by means of underground rhizomes. Each plant develops a showy 

inflorescence about 5 feet tall. The oat-like fruit persists on the plant, giving the 

plant a nice texture as the wind blows. This plant is protected and should not be 

harvested. Please inform visitors that this plant along with all plants in the 

preserve are protected and should not be picked. 

 

COIN VINE (Dalbergia ecastaphyllum)     (look on right behind beach consession stand…small vine) 

 

Common name is from its seed pods that turn a copper color and resemble coins. 

The tan colored roots support many nodules that attach directly to the tap and lateral 

roots, making it a good soil stabilizer. The brittle stems were not suitable for wooden 

implements or basketry; however, long ago, Native Americans crushed roots and 

bark that have a chemical used to stupefy and catch fish—now illegal to do. Various 

extracts have been used in herbal medicine as a diuretic, an emetic, and a vermicide. 

Care must be taken, because some of the tissues are toxic. 
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RAILROAD VINE OR GOATS FOOT (Ipomoea pes-caprae) Railroad vine is a trailing species whose 

runners may reach over 30 feet in length.  Runners are succulent and have a 

milky colored sap. Leaves are 2-lobed, alternate, and elliptical in shape.  

Taproots are long and deep, sometimes penetrating more than 3 feet into the 

sand.  Flowers are 1.5 – 5.5 inches in diameter similar to morning glory. Color 

ranges from pink to red-purple or violet, usually darker at the inside base of 

each flower. 

 

Railroad vine is a rapid colonizer of sand dunes and scrub areas where its deep 

roots help stabilize sands to prevent erosion.  It is common on beaches, dunes, 

and scrub.  It is in the Sweet potato family. Seems to know where the high water mark is, because it will grow 

just to it and then, turn around and run the other way. The Carib Indians used railroad vine in ritual baths to 

alleviate evil spells. The juice from the succulent leaves has been used as a first aid to treat jellyfish stings. 

Crushed leaves are good to relieve jellyfish stings. 

 

GROUNDCHERRY (Physalis angustifolia) Small yellow flower that hangs downward, followed by a small, 

edible fleshy fruit enclosed in its own 'paper bag' (botanically, the calyx) to 

protect it from pests and the elements. This calyx is toxic and should not be 

eaten. Found in open coastal soils. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVEN-YEAR APPLE (Casasia clusifolia) This evergreen shrub or small tree is one of Florida's most 

exceptional native, salt-tolerant plants. It grows up to the first dune near the ocean. 

The beautiful, glossy, leathery foliage is clustered near the branch tips . It has 

axillary clusters of fragrant, white, pink-tipped flowers that emerge in the spring 

and early summer that look like a four-petaled frangipangi. It has large lemon-

shaped fruits that may persist for more than a year. The fruits are green when they 

first appear and gradually turn yellow and ripen in about one year, so 7 years is a 

misnomer. Yellow fruits then turn black and become wrinkled. The dark brown 

pulp inside the black fruits is edible but is filled with many seeds. This pulp is very 

appealing to the Mockingbirds, and they hollow out the ripe fruits and leave the empty skins hanging on the 

plant. 

 

SPANISH MOSS (Tillandsia usneoides ) Spanish moss is not a moss at all. It is actually an epiphyte or air 

plant related to bromiliads in the Tillandsia family. It does not harm the plants it 

lives on and absorbs nutrients (especially calcium) and water from the air and 

rainfall. 

Also known as Spaniard’s beard…story about Indian maiden and old 

Spaniard being chased up tree and falling—catching beard in branches. 

 At one time, Spanish moss was harvested and used to stuff mattresses for the 

U.S. Army. Spanish moss is also known to have been dried and the inner core of 

the plant woven into fabric by the native Americans. 

Tillandsia usneoides as an entire plant has been used to treat type II diabetes 

(mellitus) and heart disease. 
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TERMS WHEN REFERENCING MEDICINAL USES: 
Abortifacient: a drug or device that causes abortion  

Antihemorrhagic: arresting or reducing hemorrhage  

Antihydropic: A remedy for dropsy (swelling from excessive accumulation of watery fluid in cells, tissues, or 

serous cavities)  

Carminative: a drug that induces the expulsion of gas from the stomach or intestines  

Cathartic: an agent for purging the bowels, especially a laxative  

Decoction: a liquid preparation made by boiling a medicinal plant with water  

Emetic: to induce vomiting  

Emmenagogue: a drug or agent that induces or hastens menstrual flow  

Emollient: a substance that softens or soothes something, especially the skin  

Febrifuge: a drug that reduces fever  

Hemostat: an agent, such as a chemical, that stops bleeding  

Nervine: acting on or relieving disorders of the nerves; soothing the nerves  

Pectoral: a medicine for relieving disorders of the chest or respiratory tract  

Poultice: a medical dressing consisting of a soft heated mass to treat wounds  

Purgative: a drug or other substance that causes evacuation of the bowels  

Rubefacient: a substance that causes the skin to become red, especially a cream or ointment used as a 

counterirritant  

Styptic: a drug that slows bleeding by contacting blood vessels or by accelerating clotting  

Sudorific: a drug or other agent that causes sweating  

Vermifuge: a drug or other substance that causes parasites to be expelled from the intestines 
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BRIEF REVIEW OF MAJOR PLANTS ALONG BOARDWALK TOUR - PARKING AREA 1: 

 

 Sabal Palm – ripe berries eat naturally or make into syrup; seeds crush and make bread; use palms for thatch; 

too many berries may cause diarrhea or can relieve constipation; clothing from fibers from trunk or leaves 

 White stopper – tea from leaves relieve diarrhea  

 Snowberry/waxberry – fruit: shampoo; leaves: tea for lung irritation and poultice for eye irritation. 

 Strangler fig – eat rip berries, use sap for paint or glue 

 Gumbo limbo – use bark to treat sun burn 

 Greenbrier – young shoots can be eaten raw or cooked and are said to taste like asparagus, and berries can be 

eaten both raw and cooked 

 Spanish Bayonet – flowers and stalk are edible 

 Sea Grapes – fruit is edible and can make jelly; use leaves for plates or to leave messages; Leaves, roots, and 

bark were each used to make a tea to treat asthma and hoarseness 

 Myrsine – fruit is edible, but taste is not appealing  

 Prickly Pear Cactus – fruit is tasty and pads are edible, just be careful of pricklies on both and juice can be 

used as shampoo 

 Golden Beach Creeper – make a tea for cough remedy 

 Bay Beans – mature dried beans are edible…cook and eat the beans as you would other dried beans 

 Morning Glory - leaf and root tea treats gout and rheumatism; used in a bath to treat sores, wounds and to 

reduce swelling; leaves and roots are edible in moderation; and crushed leaves have been used in laundering 

 Sea Oats – eat as cereal or make bread 

 Groundcherry – edible fruit 

 Seven-year apple – edible fruit 

 


